The aim of this study was to review the national steering documents on ECEC in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, with the focus on children up to the age of three, posing the question: what do these documents tell us about ECEC for younger children in the Nordic early childhood settings? Methodologically, a qualitative document analysis was applied. The documents provide a picture of young children whose age, individual needs and a number of other factors, such as cultural background, should be taken into account in ECEC. These children learn holistically, in close interaction with their environment. Their safety and wellbeing are seen as paramount. The physical and social worlds of children expand with the help of experienced and sensitive educators. However, younger children are rarely addressed specifically in these documents. For instance, many important themes, such as the very beginning of the child's attendance in ECEC, are poorly explicated in them.
Introduction
For several years, early childhood education and care (ECEC) in the Nordic countries has been of global interest. The Nordic ECEC policies are often perceived as homogeneous, sometimes even labelled "The Nordic Model". This model has acted as an example of good practice, a benchmark for many other countries. However, the Nordic countries exhibit many differences, deriving, for instance, from their diverse geographic, economic, political and cultural histories. Nevertheless, their approaches to ECEC also share a number of features:
ECEC as the first stage of life-long education, universal ECEC services, well-educated staffthese features, among others, are widely enshrined in legislation and other policy documents (Einarsdottir 2006 ; (Einarsdottir, Purola, Johansson, Broström, and Emilson 2015; Karila 2012 ). This article addresses the shared features and differences in the national steering documents (sometimes termed national curricula) for arranging, regulating and monitoring early childhood education and care (ECEC) in the Nordic countries.
The form taken by the ECEC national steering documents in the five Nordic countries varies. In Denmark, the only national document regulating ECEC is the Day-Care Facilities Act (2014 Act ( , orig. 2007 Act ( , amended 2014 . In Finland, Iceland and Sweden the central steering documents are the National Curriculum Guidelines on ECEC in Finland (2004 , orig. in Finnish 2003 , the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for Preschools (2011) and the Curriculum for the Preschool Lpfö 98 in Sweden (2011 Sweden ( , orig. 1998 Sweden ( , revised 2010 . However, in these three countries some ECEC issues are stipulated in legislation. In Norway, in turn, individual sections of the Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of Kindergartens (2006 Kindergartens ( , amended 2011 are explicitly built upon clauses in the Kindergarten Act (2005) . In the Nordic countries, the national steering document serves as the basis for local (municipal) and/or unit-specific educational plans, and in the case of Finland, for individual ECEC plans for every child as well. In each country, local authorities are responsible for the local curricula overall, while individual early childhood settings formulate their own unit-specific curricula, curriculum guides or learning plans.
Also common to all Nordic countries is that the provision of ECEC for children up to school age takes place as a unitary system under one ministry, which is responsible for the overall governance, regulation and funding of ECEC. Thus, ECEC is organized as a single phase and delivered in settings that cover all children from birth to the start of primary school. Hence, in each country one or more national steering documents (the term 'national steering document' refers here to acts and decrees on ECEC, as well as to national curriculum frameworks and guidelines) apply to all children throughout the entire ECEC phase.
The purpose of this article is to review the Nordic national steering documents on ECEC pertaining to children up to the age of three. This invites the question, why children up to the age of three? There are several reasons for this. It is well-known that the first three years of life are decisive for children in the emotional, social and cognitive, physiological and physical domains. For instance, these years are important for the development of children's self-confidence, trust in other people, intersubjectivity and feeling of belongingness.
Cognitively, it is the critical period for intellectual development and language learning. In particular, the first three years are crucial for brain development, as recent neurobiological and -psychological research has informed us. In sum, multidisciplinary knowledge about younger children is increasing rapidly, which entails the continual evaluation of both ECEC practices and the steering documents regulating these.
Moreover, three years of age marks a specific age break in legislation and other policy documents on ECEC in many European countries, as international surveys have shown (see, e.g. European Commission / EACEA/ Eurydice/ Eurostat 2014; OECD 2012; UNICEFF 2008): The requirements for staff qualifications are lower for educators working with children up to the age of three, the adult/child ratio is smaller for these children and they receive ECEC in separate settings or separate groups, to mention just some of the age-based regulations and practices.
The basis and point of departure for this review was an analysis of national ECEC curricula in 11 European countries (Sylva, Ereky-Stevens and Aricescu [Forthcoming] ) and an additional five-country analysis of the national steering documents pertaining to children up to the age of three (Hännikäinen [Forthcoming] 
Previous research on Nordic ECEC curricula
In Finland, a number of studies on ECEC curricula have been targeted the pre-primary level, i.e. the curricula for 6-year-olds (Autio 2006; Brotherus 2004; Turunen, Uusiautti, and Määttä 2014) ; however, most of the research in the Nordic countries has covered the whole age range from birth up to school entry. This research has comprised a variety of topics, such as contents of the steering documents (Alvestad, Bergem, Eide, Johansson, Pálmadóttir, Pramling Samuelsson, and Winger 2014; Vallberg Roth 2014) , the values contained in the documents (Broström 2013; Einarsdottir et al. 2015) , reflections of heads of preschools on the written curricula (Brodin and Renblad 2014) , and 'the best interests' of the child as discussed in ECEC policy documents (Rutanen 2011) .
A collaborative Nordic study by Alvestad et al. (2014) focussed on teachers' views of everyday practice with the younger children in preschools in Iceland, Norway and Sweden.
In connection with that study, the authors also examined and briefly described shared features and similarities in the contents of the ECEC curricula in these three countries. Under the spotlight were goals and learning areas, cooperation with parents, participation of children, the educational foci and evaluation of preschool quality and children's learning. Comparison of the curricula brought to light that in all three countries, despite evident differences, for instance in learning areas, preschools are based on a holistic view of care, upbringing, play, learning, and social and linguistic skills. However, the authors found nothing that was age group specific; instead, the curricula content, almost in its entirety, was directed to all children up to school age (Alvestad et al. 2014, 12) .
A descriptive and comparative study by Vallberg Roth (2014) examined laws, curricula and diverse non-binding guidance and support material on ECEC in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden from the perspective of content and quality. The focus of the study was on similarities and differences on content (goal areas and subject orientations) and quality (structural factors, process factors, and outcomes of an activity/intervention) in these Nordic guidelines. Child age was not a specific theme in this study, although some references to this issue are made. In sum, the analysis of the guidelines revealed both variation and standardisation with regard to content: similarities in orientations but differences in emphases. Quality, in turn, is in the first place expressed and operationalized in structure (e.g. democracy as being and/or becoming, care as fulfilment of basic needs and an ethical relationship, and competence as learning for sociality and academic skills. The three value fields were visible in all the Nordic curricula, although their descriptions vary; for instance, democracy is explicitly described in all the curricula apart from that of Finland, in which it is embedded with a reference to children's rights and participation (Einarsdottir et al. 2015, 12 ).
An interview study by Brodin and Renblad (2014) conducted in Sweden focused on the reflections and interpretations of preschool heads regarding three themes: the revised and the leadership role of the interviewed heads concerning the curriculum and quality work.
On the curriculum theme, the heads mainly discussed its implementation in practice, rather than commenting on its contents. They considered the most important factors in implementing the curriculum and securing the quality of the preschool to be having competent staff, working with issues related to attitudes and values, and carring out systematic quality work. The heads reported that the national curriculum had also strengthened their status: they were now seen as pedagogical leaders with overall responsibility for the activities prescribed in the curriculum and for the mission of the preschool (Brodin and Renblad 2014, 317-318) .
The reviews and analyses of the curricula presented above do hardly differentiate children's age or age groups. In general, research on ECEC curricula focussing on how age is discussed in them is almost absent in the Nordic countries. One exception is the case study by Rutanen (2011) , conducted in Finland, which focussed on the construction of social and personal space, (connected with the 'best interests of the child') in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and four steering documents on ECEC in Finland: the Decision of Principle concerning the National Policy Definition of ECEC, the national curriculum guidelines on ECEC, a local municipal ECEC curriculum and a unit-specific ECEC curriculum. The study asked, whether age is used as a category to construct differences in the 'best interests of the child' in these documents. The analysis showed that all the documents reveal a construction of age-related difference in children's abilities and needs, and the 'child's best interests' in relation to these differences. In the local and unit-specific documents, the space assigned to toddlers is linked to their position as newcomers, who are gradually learning to be members of the group.
Data and research method
Although the objects and research questions were different, the present review is related to the study by Rutanen (2011) in as far as both address the issue of age, especially children up to the age of three. However, Rutanen's perspective was national (Finnish), and the documents analysed in her study formed a 'vertical' line, i.e. from global documents to unitspecific documents. In contrast, in this review, the perspective is Nordic, and the documents are linked to each other 'horizontally', as all of them represent national-level, and to the best of my knowledge, curricula currently in use. This review asks: "What knowledge of ECEC
for the younger children is gained through the analysis of the Nordic national steering documents?"
The national steering documents analysed in this review altogether comprise around 210-220 pages, depending on how one counts unpaged internet material. The total amount of text (irrespective of the length of individual excerpts) referring explicitly or implicitly to children up to three years of age barely extends to nine pages. The fact that almost all of these excerpts are cited in this review can also be considered to add to its trustworthiness.
Methodologically this review applies a qualitative document analysis (see, e.g.
Hammersley and Atkinson 2007)
. After a careful reading of the documents, all the parts that could be interpreted to refer to age were first underlined. The length of these portions of the documents (excerpts) varied from a single sentence to a longer paragraph. Next they were categorized according to their contents by applying a data-driven procedure. The focus then switched to the specific way in which age was expressed or phrased in the excerpt, for instance, whether age was mentioned specifically in years, or in some other more general way. Finally, the contents of the documents were matched to these different ways of expressing age; these age-content categories form the starting point for presenting the findings below.
References to the children's age in the steering documents
In the European countries, ECEC steering documents typically describe many tasks, values and aims of ECEC, the philosophical and theoretical traditions of ECEC, the learning/content areas of ECEC and the implementation of the guidelines contained in the document. The documents discuss, among other important issues, children with special needs, children from different cultural and language backgrounds, and the planning, documenting and assessment of education. Other areas commonly elaborated in the European documents are the transition from ECEC to primary education, parental participation, and co-operation with external stakeholders. All these issues are included in the Nordic documents.
All the Nordic national steering documents draw on their national laws and policies, and on international conventions, in particular the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1989), which is mentioned as the underlying basis for ECEC in each Nordic country. Thus, the central value in ECEC is the child's human dignity, for instance, the child's right to life and full development, and the right to non-discrimination and equal treatment. Moreover, the convention stipulates, among other things, that the child's best interest must be taken into account and that the views of the child must be given due weight.
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1989) covers all children up to the age of eighteen. However, to comply with the letter and spirit of the convention in ECEC in pedagogical practice, one might expect age to be taken up in more detail in national steering documents on ECEC. In fact, most of the issues dealt with in the steering documents make no reference to children's age; instead, using the generic term 'children', they refer, more or less implicitly, to all children. For instance, all five Nordic countries specify analogous learning/content areas that apply to all young children (until the start of primary school). These learning/content areas, although expressed in slightly different ways in each document (see also European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat 2014), in all cases, refer to the following:
-personal, emotional and social domains; -language and communication;
-physical development, movement and health; -artistic expression, aesthetics, culture and creativity; -understanding of the world, society and community; -nature and natural phenomena, environment, science and technology; -literacy and mathematics, logical reasoning, spaces and shapes.
Finland and Norway add ethics, religion and philosophy to these areas. In Sweden the learning/content areas are not listed separately; instead they are embedded in the document.
In Iceland, the learning/content areas in ECEC are connected to the national education policy of preschool, compulsory school and upper secondary school, based on six 'fundamental pillars' drawn from international and national policy documents on education and equality.
These learning/content areas are literacy and communication, health and wellbeing, sustainability and science, and creativity and culture.
With regard to children's age, the Nordic documents often indicate this in a general way rather than stating ages in years. Where the focus is on children up to the age of three, age is discussed in roughly two ways: either generally, by speaking, for example, about a young child who is gradually developing and growing, or, specifically, by stating the age in years (see also Rutanen 2011) . Italics in the excerpts have been added by the author.
Age indicated generally
Some general references to age occur in every steering document. This usage seems to have two different denotations: equal treatment of children regardless of age and treatment or activities that are roughly age-appropriate. The references to age in general are typically connected with the purpose of the steering document, the aims, tasks and values of ECEC, the learning/content areas in ECEC, safety and the physical environment, children's participation and social interaction, the role of educators, and the concept and practice of ECEC. In particular, the Finnish, Icelandic and Norwegian documents make many references to age in general, whereas such references are rare in Denmark and Sweden.
Purposes of the steering document
The only Nordic national steering document that refers to age in general in defining its purposes is the Day-Care Facilities Act in Denmark. One of the purposes of the act is said to "create coherence and continuity between facilities [i.e. ECEC/day-care settings] and make transitions between facilities coherent and age-appropriately challenging for the children (p.1)."
Aims, tasks and values of ECEC
On the fundamental values and tasks of the preschool, the Swedish curriculum states that "The preschool should take into account and develop children's ability to take responsibility and develop their social preparedness so that solidarity and tolerance are established at an early stage (p. 3)."
The framework plan in Norway declares that "For the kindergartens it is a primary task to provide care and closeness and to ensure that the children are met with sensitivity, empathy and interaction in accordance with their age and individual abilities (p. 13) and that kindergartens "must offer all children a rich, varied, stimulating and challenging pedagogical environment, regardless of their age, gender, level of function and social and cultural background (p. 14)". The document also states that "Ethical guidance and instruction provided by the kindergartens must take the children's age groups and the various cultural, religious and belief-related backgrounds of their homes into account (p. 10)."
In Iceland, age is mentioned in the curriculum guide for preschools when describing equality as part of a fundamental pillar of Icelandic educational policy: "Equality is an umbrella concept that involves a number of factors", such as "age, class, culture, descent, gender, disability, language, nationality, outlook on life, race, religion, residence, sexual orientation (p. 29)."
Learning/content areas in ECEC
In Iceland, according to the Preschool Act, "The National Curriculum Guide shall define learning outcomes for preschool based on children's age and maturity". The national curriculum guide itself, for instance in relation to integrated and creative preschool activities, adds that "Preschools are to expand in their school curriculum guide on how they work with the competences in accordance with the children's age and maturity (p. 41)." The overall concept of competence includes "knowledge, skills and moral values, but is defined with reference to the children's age and maturity and the educational objectives in each instance (p. 41)."
Safety and the physical environment
In each document some references to age in general are made in relation to safety and the physical environment. In Finland, the curriculum guidelines state that "Children's age and developmental stage and the necessary arrangements in terms of time, space and equipment are important considerations when playing in in-and outdoor spaces" (p. 20), in Sweden the curriculum prescribes that "The preschools should provide children with a well-balanced daily rhythm and environment related to their age and time spent in the preschool (p. 7)", and in Norway the framework plan says that "The arrangement of the physical environment must take into account that children of different ages, and with different levels of ability, will use the same spaces" (p. 19), and "Kindergartens shall provide pre-school children with an environment that offers both challenges appropriate to the age and level of function of the children, and protection from physical and psychological harm (p. 7)." In Denmark, the DayCare Facilities Act refers to the environment by recommending that "The child environment shall be assessed from a child's perspective and the children's experience of the child environment shall be included according to the children's age and maturity (p. 4)." In Iceland the curriculum guide states that "Materials for preschool should be varied and appeal to different children at different age (p. 40)."
Children's participation and social interaction
In the framework plan in Norway, children's participation is mentioned at several points, such as "They shall have the right to participate in accordance with their age and abilities", and "The degree of participation and how the right to participation is put into practice will depend on the age and level of function of the child (p. 15)." Play and exploration are concrete activities carried out in interaction with others. The Norwegian framework plan emphasizes that "Play has many forms of expression, and can lead to understanding and friendship across ages and linguistic and cultural barriers (p. 28)", while the curriculum guidelines in Finland state that "At different ages, children's own inner worlds, interactions with other children and adults, and their immediate environment inspire them to spontaneous exploration (p. 23)."
Role of ECEC educators
The examples of different activities and their contexts presented above also point implicitly to the role of educators in promoting and supporting children's learning and development.
The framework plan in Norway reminds us that the educator's work in diverse learning areas must be "appropriate to the ages and interests of the children, and to the composition of the group of children and other circumstances (p. 33)." Moreover, "Staff are responsible for ensuring that all children, regardless of their level of functioning, age, gender and family background, feel that they and everyone else in the group are important to the community (p. 
Concept and practice of ECEC
In relation to age in general, the steering documents in both Finland and Norway define the concept of ECEC. According to the curriculum guidelines in Finland, ECEC "is a whole comprising the intertwining dimensions of care, education and teaching. These dimensions receive a different emphasis according to the age of the child and the situation (p. 15)." The framework plan in Norway approaches the notion of ECEC from the viewpoint of a holistic pedagogical philosophy, using the concept of formation (danning, Bildung), which "is more than learning, more than care, more than upbringing, and more than socialisation" (p. 13), but at the same time includes all of them. The document announces later that "The care, upbringing, play and education that children experience at a young age shape their attitudes, values and confidence in themselves and in other people, and their motivation for learning later in life (p. 14)." Without references to age, the curriculum guide for preschool in Iceland says that "in preschool operations, the concepts of upbringing, caring and education are united (p. 32)", and the curriculum in Sweden mentions that preschool activities should "be designed so that care, socialization and learning together form a coherent whole (p. 4)."
A young child who is gradually developing and growing
References to a young/younger child, gradually developing and growing child, and to a child at early age, include descriptions of, and guidelines on language and communication, other learning/content areas, children's play, and the educators' role in supporting children's learning, development and wellbeing. However, these references only occur in the steering documents in Finland (in which the developmental perspective receives considerable weight; see also Rutanen 2011) and Norway, and once in Iceland. The Norwegian framework plan further describes the nature of young children from the viewpoints of physical development, movement and health: "During the early years of childhood, children acquire fundamental motor skills, body control, physical characteristics, habits and insights into how they can protect their health and quality of life. Children are physically active, and they express themselves a lot through their bodies. Through physical activity, children learn about the world and about themselves (p. 35)." The document stresses that "kindergartens shall help to ensure that children (...) continue to develop their body control, gross motor skills and fine motor skills, sense of rhythm and motor sensitivity (p.
Language and communication

35)."
Children's play
Only Finland and Norway refer to play regarding young/younger children. The curriculum guidelines in Finland note that "Very young children play in interaction with adults or older children. At an early age, children also start to actively explore their environment, which prepares them to imaginary play (p. 19)."
The framework plan in Norway states: "The games that small children play are closely related to their particular sense of humour. For the youngest children, humour is primarily based on the body, and is developed through interaction between children. Children play on the basis of their curiosity, abilities and circumstances (p. 20)." Moreover, the Norwegian document stresses that "Play also involves the transfer of traditions of children's culture from older to younger children (p. 28)." On the environments for play, "Young children have a strong need for outdoor and indoor play areas (p. 19)."
Concept and practice of ECEC
A specific topic relating to younger children that is brought up in the curriculum guidelines in Finland deals with the concept and practice of ECEC, i.e. that of care, education [upbringing] and teaching: "The younger the child is, the greater the extent to which interactions between the child and the educators take place in care situations. These situations also involve education, teaching and guidance, being important for both the child's general well-being and learning (…) the younger the child is, the more he needs to be cared for by adults (p. 15)."
The document refers to a caring educator, emphasizing that "At an early age, children need an educator who is regularly nearby and knows their individual way of communicating. The educator reacts empathetically when the child initiates contact, thus encouraging the child to interact (p. 18)." The notion of care is also touched upon in the framework plan in Norway, which announces that children's personal and social development is linked to good care, which "enhances the ability of children to develop self-confidence, confidence in others, good relationships, and to gradually take greater responsibility for themselves and the group (p. 27)."
References to precise ages in years
The Nordic steering documents include some rules and regulations that apply to the provision of ECEC to younger children at specific ages. These concern criteria for admission to ECEC and guarantees of its availability, age-related unit-specific curricula, and language stimulation and language assessment. In addition, the qualified educator/child ratio is prescribed by law in Finland and Norway. In Finland, the ratio is set at 1:4 for children under the age of three.
In Norway, this ratio is 1:9; non-qualified auxiliary staff are not included in this ratio.
Admission, guaranteed access to ECEC
In Denmark, the Day-Care Facilities Act stipulates that the local council shall offer parents guaranteed day-care availability, whether in local authority or privately run day-care centres or in private homes: "Guaranteed day-care availability implies that the local council shall offer places in an age-appropriate day-care facility (…) to all children older than 26 weeks and until they reach school age." Also in Finland, according to the children's daycare act (Laki lasten päivähoidosta 1973) , all children have guaranteed access (so called "subjective right") to day care, either in a day care centre or in family day care after the parental leave period. This right is unconditional until the child starts primary school. Children in Norway also have guaranteed access to kindergarten, as stipulated in the Kindergarten Act: "The municipality must offer a place in a kindergarten to children under school age domiciled in the municipality", and, more specifically: "Children who reach the age of one no later than by the end of August in the year a kindergarten place has been sought, are, upon application, entitled to a place in a kindergarten from August in accordance with this act with regulations." The school act of Sweden (Skollagen 2010) states that the children "from the age of one" should be entitled a preschool place to the extent they need it, considering parents' work or studies or specific needs of the child due to the family situation. The Preschool Act of Iceland (2008) does not define the age of legal entitlement to ECEC, but mentions that "The preschool constitutes the first level of education in the school system and is intended for children below the compulsory school age."
Age-related unit-specific curricula
In Denmark, the Day-Care Facilities Act states that "All day-care facilities shall prepare a written pedagogical curriculum for children aged 0-2 years and children aged 3 to school age. The pedagogical curriculum shall provide room for play, learning and development of children in day-care facilities. On preparation of the pedagogical curriculum, the composition of the group of children shall be taken into consideration (p. 3)." However, no age-specific recommendations on curriculum contents are given.
Language stimulation and language assessment
In the national steering documents in Finland and Denmark, ages two and three are considered important with respect to the issue of language. The curriculum guidelines in Finland refer to the age of three as the limit for language immersion (activities arranged in a language other than Finnish or Swedish, or using an alternative pedagogy): "(…) monolingual children should not participate in total language immersion until starting from the age of three when their mother tongue skills are good enough (p. 35)."
In the Day-Care Facilities Act in Denmark, the reference to language at the age of three concerns language assessment and language stimulation: "The local council is responsible for ensuring that a language assessment is performed for children aged around 3 years who are admitted to a day-care facility, if any linguistic, behavioural or other issues indicate tar the child may need language stimulation (p. 4)." This regulation also applies to children who are not in day-care. Of language stimulation, the act stipulates: "The local council is responsible ensuring that a language stimulation is provided to children who, on the basis of a language assessment (…) are assessed to be in need of language supporting activities (p. 4)." Many paragraphs, totalling more than one page, address language assessment and language stimulation; for instance, "The local council is responsible for ensuring that the child's parents are involved in the language assessment and language stimulation (…) and that parents receive counselling in supporting their child's language development (p. 4)."
Discussion and concluding remarks
The question set to the previous review of five European ECEC curricula (Hännikäinen 2015) , i.e. "What knowledge of young children can be gained through an analysis of the national steering documents on ECEC in Denmark, England, Estonia, Finland and Norway" was also applied in the present review: "What knowledge of ECEC for the younger children is gained through the analysis of the Nordic national steering documents?" The answers obtained in the two reviews do not differ fundamentally, and the conclusions are essentially the same (for a comparison, see Hännikäinen 2015, 102-114) .
The Nordic national steering documents on ECEC present a picture of young children whose age, developmental stage, maturity, individual needs, interests, abilities and gender as well as a number other factors, such as family and cultural background, should all be taken into account in education and care. Their health and safety must be ensured in their social and physical environments, indoors and outdoors. Their learning takes place in close interaction with their environment, together with other children, but in particular with their educators.
They learn, communicate and participate holistically not only verbally, but also through physical actions -movements, body positions, gestures and facial expressions. They are perceived as eager to explore their surroundings, and they express themselves in play and learn situationally through daily routines. Language is seen to play a crucial role in children's understandings of the world. Thus, among the learning/content areas specified in the steering documents, language and communication are of paramount importance, potentially challenging the educators of the younger children.
Educators must have knowledge and understanding of children's development and developmental stages in order to enhance children's learning and to contribute to their wellbeing. The role of the educator changes along with the child's growth and development.
The younger the children are, the more caring interactions they need. Children are seen as social actors from the very beginning, but as they develop and grow, they gradually begin to need the educator less and orient more and more towards joint activities with their peers.
Thus, along with age, their physical and social worlds expand with the help of experienced and competent educators.
Children up to the age of three are rarely addressed specifically in the Nordic national steering documents. As all the documents cover the age range from birth up to school age, many of the issues that concern older children concern younger children as well. All children need care, appropriate guidance and educators, who are interested in children and who are warm and supportive. They need the possibilities to experience a variety of activities and to participate in accordance with their age and abilities. However, the question arises as to what issues pertaining to younger children in ECEC should be considered central in the curricula, and even elaborated on.
For instance, three important themes, partly linked to each other, are poorly explicated in the documents with respect to children up to age three: the very beginning of the child's attendance in ECEC, transitions within the same setting and transitions from one setting to another, and the role of parents in ECEC. These themes are brought into focus, although not age specifically. Instead, the documents use general expressions, such as "at the start of the care relations" (Finland), 'when children go to [pre] school for the first time" (Iceland), "before the child starts attending kindergarten" (Norway), "as the time approaches for the child to transfer to the preschool" (Sweden). However, all of these utterances refer to co-operation with parents in the transition from home to an ECEC setting; references to other transitions, such as transitions within a group or from one group to another, are conspicuously absent.
Research on children's development unambiguously demonstrates that the first three years are central for a child's growth, learning and wellbeing. Yet, it seems that the educators of younger children are left unsure of how to implement their pedagogical work with this group, since the current national steering documents do not help educators in this respect.
There is clearly a need for a stronger focus on younger children in the ECEC curricula. For instance, the national documents analysed here instruct local authorities or individual settings to develop local and/or unit-specific curricula without providing them with the requisite tools to do so. Including elementary research-based guidance in these national document would help them to accomplish this task.
The present review takes only one approach to analysing, comparing and understanding the contents of written ECEC curricula in five Nordic countries. It is also clear that the review has several shortcomings. First, it was only possible to include the national curriculum frameworks, guidelines and legislation on ECEC in the descriptions, which means that a restricted, possibly even unfair picture, of the state of affairs in these countries may have been given. In each country additional manuals and instruction booklets are available to guide educational practices. In Denmark, for instance, a detailed (162-page) handbook on the construction and implementing of unit-specific curricula (Kjaer and Olesen 2005) supplements the Day-Care Facilities Act. Moreover, in Iceland and Sweden the steering documents on ECEC are linked to the legislation on school and, in case of Iceland, also to the National Curriculum Guide (for preschool, compulsory school and upper secondary school).
Various issues that are discussed in these documents apply to preschool, and thus also regulate ECEC.
Second, alongside the ECEC legislation (acts and decrees) and curricula, issues related to the ECEC of younger children may also be regulated through other acts and decrees, such as those on social services, child welfare services or child protection. Materials of this kind could not be taken into account here. Moreover, the ECEC legislation along with the curricula, is under continual revisions, for instance, a revised Act on ECEC in Finland will come into force in August 2015.
Third, although the review aimed to present a faithful description of the documents by using direct citations as much as possible, it cannot fully avoid subjective interpretations. For instance, the steering documents often use the term "young children", which could refer to all the children in ECEC, say, up to age five or six, or only to children up to the age of three. 
